(e.g., via gaming and/or social media) of masculinity, albeit all of them necessarily fictional and/or performative constructs, have a normative function, directly influencing the character traits and modes of behavior that specific cultures identify as masculine.
However, if Peter F. Murphy emphasizes the role "[that] literature has played in reinforcing the assumptions about masculinity and, at times, [in] helping to establish the norm of manhood," he also implies that literature can offer alternatives, that is, "other images, other roles, other options for men and masculinity" (1). Niinning puts the case succinctly for the outstanding contribution that literature, that is, fictional constructions of masculinity, can make with regard to male identity formation when she stresses the "immense social and cultural relevance" of concepts of masculinity that are "disseminated and to some extent critiqued" in literature and in nonfictional texts (301). Critics, such as Mark Stein, contend that literature fulfills a performative function, allowing for a variety of new male subject positions that become available through their very conception, while the novels themselves serve as "machine[ s] of cultural ... re-production," leading-as Stein argues in the context of postcolonial studies via "a crucial literary stocktaking from new perspectives" to "the redefinition of 'Britishness' and the modification of the image of Britain by way of the novel" (42). If Stein is right, there is no reason why what holds true for a concept of collective identity such as Britishness should not also work for the concept of gender identity, especially if one thinks of the work of Diran Adebayo, Jackie Kay, Zadie Smith, and HanifKureishi (see Winkgens in this volume). Particularly when talking about a potential crisis of masculinity, literary discourses become a privileged site for registering patriarchy's "loss oflegitimacy" and how "different groups of men are now negotiating this loss in very different ways" (Connell1996, 202) .
Leaving the vast field of literature aside for a moment, we can state that, notwithstanding the progress made in the field of masculinity studies over the last few decades, problems related to the construction of male identity remain an unsolved issue and the focus of regular media attention. Thus, the headline of the German newspaper Die Welt on June 2, 1998, reads "Psychiatrist: 'America's Boys in Crisis" ' (12 [trans. S. H.] ). With reference to William Pollock from Harvard University, the subsequent article explains that there is a national crisis among male adolescents and argues that, after decades during which special support had been given to girls, statistics reveal truly disastrous results: "During puberty, five times more boys than girls commit suicide; boys are responsible for 90 per cent of criminal offences and drop out of school four times more often than girls." (Ibid. [trans. S. H.])
